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Austerity-era regeneration: 
weathering the storm or political 
marginalisation? 
Dr Lee Pugalis and David McGuinness 
Northumbria University 
RSA Winter Conference, 23rd November 2012 
Defining regeneration 
͞CoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe aŶd iŶtegƌated ǀisioŶs aŶd aĐtioŶ 
which leads to the resolution of urban problems and 
which seeks to bring about a lasting improvement in 
the economic, physical, social and environmental 
ĐoŶditioŶ of aŶ aƌea that has ďeeŶ suďjeĐt to ĐhaŶge͟ 




• Regeneration as a state strategy 
• More specifically, a place-based development 
strategy 
The issue 
• Favoured (housing-led) model of regeneration 
predicated on the wide availability and easy 
access to relatively cheap credit – no longer 
viable (Parkinson et al., 2009) 
• Smaller pot of state regeneration funds – 
reduced by around two-thirds (HOC, 2011) 




Closure of Tunbridge Wells 
Regeneration Company  
• December 2008 – Tunbridge Wells Borough Council 
and John Laing entered into a 50/50 Joint Venture 
partnership (LABV) 
• Closed ďeĐause of the ͞eĐoŶoŵiĐ doǁŶtuƌŶ aŶd 
subsequent public sector spending cuts agenda 
folloǁiŶg the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt s͛ last ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe 
spending review, forced TWBC to reassess its key 
Đoƌpoƌate pƌioƌities͟ 
• Joint statement said that the council was no longer 
aďle to ͞ĐoŶsideƌ the ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ paƌtŶeƌship a 
pƌioƌitǇ͟ 
 
Regeneration –  
1990s to mid 2000s 
 Principles and objectives – Holistic approach; brownfield development 
fiƌst; ͞joiŶed-up͟ poliĐǇ; ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt/ĐoŶsultatioŶ; 
supporting deprived communities   Flagship policies – SEU; NRS; Urban Renaissance  Organisations/Initiatives – City Challenge; Urban Regeneration 
Companies; New Deal for Communities; English Partnerships; RDAs  Innovations – SRB and RDA Single Pot; challenge funding; cross-sector 
partnerships  Critique –  Was it making a difference? i.e. lasting improvement; tension 
between economic competitiveness and social inclusion persisted even 
uŶdeƌ the ͞Thiƌd WaǇ͟; failed to Đlose the gap ďetǁeeŶ haǀes aŶd haǀe 
nots; top-down and overly bureaucratic; target driven 
Regeneration –  
mid 2000s to 2010 
 Principles and objectives – Importance attached to economics of regeneration 
and growth objectives; improving the coordination and prioritisation of 
investment (i.e. value-for-money); focus on economic regeneration  Flagship policies – Sub-National Review, Regeneration Framework (159 pages)  Organisations/Initiatives – HMR Pathfinders, WNF, RDAs, City Regions/MAAs, 
City Development Companies, Urban Regeneration Companies, HCA  Innovations – Public-Private-Partnerships, Local Asset-Backed Vehicles, Special 
Purchase Vehicles  Critique –  Was it making a difference? i.e. lasting improvement; mounting 
tension between economic competitiveness and social inclusion; failed to close 
the gap between haves and have nots; top-down and overly bureaucratic; 
target driven 
Regeneration – 2010 onwards 
 Principles and objectives – Rebalance the economy; reduce the budget deficit; 
Big Society and localism– redefine the role of government and society; focus 
on economic growth  Flagship policies – Regeneration to Enable Growth Toolkit ;ϰ pagesͿ; a ͞ŶoŶ-
poliĐǇ͟?;  CeŶtƌal goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s ƌole to ďe stƌategiĐ aŶd suppoƌtiǀe:  
1. Reforming and decentralising public services – lifting bureaucracy, empowering local 
areas and welfare reform 
2. Providing incentives to drive growth –New Homes Bonus, local discretion over 
business rates and an amended Community Infrastructure Levy 
3. Removing barriers that hinder local ambition – planning rules and enabling TIF 
4. Providing targeted investment and reform to strengthen the infrastructure for 
growth –high speed rail network, new affordable homes, Regional Growth Fund, 
GƌoǁiŶg PlaĐes FuŶd… ďut Đoŵpetitiǀe ďiddiŶg… 
 
No definition of Regeneration 
• The Coalition has refused to define 
͞ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ ,͟ ĐlaiŵiŶg that ͞it is Ŷot foƌ 
Government to define what regeneration is, 
what should it look like or what measures 
should ďe used to dƌiǀe it͟ 
• As a ĐoŶseƋueŶĐe … 
• ͞foƌ the fiƌst tiŵe iŶ oǀeƌ foƌtǇ Ǉeaƌs theƌe aƌe 
no area based initiatives targeted at the most 
depƌiǀed paƌts of EŶglaŶd͟ ;Woƌk FouŶdatioŶ, 
2012, p. 1). 
 
Devolved nations 
• ͞the holistiĐ pƌoĐess of ƌeǀeƌsiŶg the eĐoŶoŵiĐ, 
physical and social decline of places where market 
foƌĐes ǁoŶ͛t suffiĐe͟ ;“Đottish GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt, ϮϬϭϭ, p. ϮͿ. 
 
• ͞Ouƌ ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ poliĐies eŶĐoŵpass a ƌaŶge of 
integrated activities which aim to reverse economic, 
social and physical decline in order to achieve lasting 
improvement, in areas where market forces will not be 
sufficient to achieve this without some support from 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͟ ;MiŶisteƌial Foƌeǁoƌd, Welsh 
Government, 2012, p. 2). 
New organisations,  
initiatives and innovations 
 Organisations/Initiatives – Regional Growth Fund?; Growing 
Places Fund?; Local Enterprise Partnerships?; City Deals?; 
HCA?; Enterprise Zones?; Mayoral Development Corporations; 
New Homes Bonus?  Innovations – TIFs, ͞EaƌŶ BaĐk ,͟ foƌǁaƌd fiŶaŶĐiŶg – build now, 
pay later 
  The Toolkit is replete with incentives, tools and policies that ĐoŶǀeǇ a ŵǇopiĐ ŵaŶtƌa of ͞eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth at aŶǇ Đosts͟  Lord Heseltine, the Chair of the RGF Independent Advisory PaŶel, has ďeeŶ ƌesolute that the £Ϯ.ϰďŶ ‘GF ͞is Ŷot aďout ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ͟ 
 
 
People rather than Place?  
• The case for a people orientated approach argues that 
place based approaches to turning around declining 
areas have failed  
Therefore, the focus of policy should be: 
• Supporting disadvantaged people to achieve better 
individual outcomes regardless of where they live (e.g. 
welfare and skills policy) 
• Increasing geographic mobility (e.g. social housing 
reforms) 
• Reducing the barriers to expansion (Work Foundation, 
2012, p. 35). 
 
Views from the field 
͞Those ĐoŵŵuŶities ǁheƌe Ǉou haǀe afflueŶt, 
prosperous and well educated people are ready to take 
up the ĐhalleŶge. These aƌe the plaĐes that doŶ͛t Ŷeed 
regeneration. The places that need it are the places that 
doŶ͛t haǀe, foƌ a ǀaƌietǇ of ƌeasoŶs, doŶ͛t haǀe the 
aspirations, abilities, skills – they are the ones that will be 
left ďehiŶd͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁeeͿ. 
Will rebalancing and 
growth lead to 
regeneration? 
 
͞The UK goǀeƌŶŵeŶt s͛ poliĐǇ of doŶ͛t ǁoƌƌǇ lads, the puďliĐ 
sector will contract and everyone will get a job in the private 
seƌǀiĐes seĐtoƌ, that just doesŶ͛t ǁoƌk outside LoŶdoŶ aŶd 
the “outh East͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁeeͿ. 
 
͞The eĐoŶoŵǇ has foƌĐed us doǁŶ this ƌoute, ďut it is ǁhat 
you would expect from what is a Tory government in all but 
Ŷaŵe.  ‘egeŶeƌatioŶ doesŶ͛t feel like it has a plaĐe iŶ this – 
ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ steps iŶ ǁheƌe thiŶgs aƌeŶ͛t ǁoƌkiŶg, ďut this 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶt s͛ attitude is, Ǉou just let the ŵaƌket take Đaƌe of 
that, it eitheƌ staŶds oƌ falls oŶ its oǁŶ ŵeƌits͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁeeͿ. 
 
Year Zero approach: Loss of institutional  
capacity 
 
 ͞The loss of OŶe Noƌth East ǁill haǀe a faƌ 
 greater impact than the loss of SEEDA for 
 example. RDAs were at the forefront of 
 thiŶgs theǇ ǁeƌe the ͚plaǇeƌs͛ Ŷot the loĐal 





“At the end of the day you only get regeneration outputs when 
money is spent, jobs are created or bricks are laid, for me it is 
aďout aĐtual deliǀeƌǇ aŶd I ĐaŶ͛t see ǁheƌe the deliǀeƌǇ 
ŵeĐhaŶisŵ is goiŶg to ďe͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁeeͿ. 
 
͞Theƌe is a ŶaiǀetǇ aďout hoǁ ŵuĐh ĐaŶ ďe doŶe thƌough this 
[loĐalisŵ] ǁhiĐh fƌighteŶs ŵe͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁeeͿ. 
 
͞Without ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ, the ŵost depƌiǀed ĐoŵŵuŶities iŶ the 
UK ǁill haǀe little ĐhaŶĐe of eĐoŶoŵiĐ ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ͟ (Work 





• ͞…so ŵuĐh ǁill depeŶd oŶ the suĐĐess of the fiƌst eight deals, 
and some of the commitments cities have made on jobs and 
apprenticeships are risky. Many are relying on growth at a 
time when the economy seems to be stagnating.  Yet if they 
fail, the government will have a stronger case for 
ĐeŶtƌalizatioŶ͟  ;CeŶtƌe foƌ Cities, ϮϬϭϮ, p. ϭϱͿ. 
 
• ͞If the ƌisiŶg tide left soŵe people aŶd plaĐes ďehiŶd,  a 
falliŶg tide Đould … iŶ a Ŷeǁ age of austeƌitǇ… Đause eǆteŶsiǀe 
hardship,  especially with state resources depleted by 
iŶdeďtedŶess fƌoŵ ďailiŶg out the fiŶaŶĐial sǇsteŵ͟ ;Tuƌok, 
2011, p. 75). 
Concluding remarks 
• Has ͞ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ͟ as a state stƌategǇ giǀeŶ ǁaǇ to ͞eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth͟? 
• A change in the orientation and practice of regeneration was apparent prior to the 
2010 General Election 
• Scorched earth approach – ϮϬϭϬ as ͞Ǉeaƌ zeƌo͟ 
• EŶglish ͞toolkit͟ – appears to dismiss the regeneration evidence base (40+ years) 
• Regeneration as a government priority and service has been marginalised – a 
͞ŶoŶ-poliĐǇ͟ 
• Regeneration is now synonymous with local growth  
• Myopic focus – create jobs at all costs 
• ChalleŶgiŶg ĐoŵŵuŶities to ͞siŶk oƌ sǁiŵ͟ thƌough people-based policies, 
competitive bidding and incentives regime is likely to exacerbate socio-spatial 
divides 
• Next stage of research will investigate the actually existing forms of regeneration – 
may  challenge the post-politiĐal ͞gƌoǁth͟ ĐoŶseŶsus  
 
Future directions – the end of 
regeneration or a new beginning? 
Discussion and questions 
Contact: Dr Lee Pugalis 
Email: lee.pugalis@northumbria.ac.uk 
 
 
 
 
